HO 735, Charles H. Thomas House,
ca. 1869, with later additions.
Ellicott City vicinity, public access.
Capsule Summary, page 1.
Description:

The Charles H. Thomas house iIs a two-bay, two-story frame
dwelling, supported on a poured concrete foundation. A low gable
roof sheiters the main block, which faces northeast. On the rear (or
southwest) is a shed-roofed extension containing a kitchen and a
staircase to the second floor of the main block, which contains a
small vestibule and three rooms. Porch roofs on the front and rear
have fallen. The house is seriously deteriorated and vandalized, and
this ruinous condition reveals three phases of construction. In its
original configuration, the Thomas house was a one-story, single
cell dwelling, with board and batten exterior and no finish on the
interior. It probably was covered by a shed roof and supported on a
stone foundation. Relatively soon after its construction, a second
room was added to the southeast side, extending the length of the
phase one house. This too had a board and batten exterior, an
unfinished interior, and on its exterior door, a molding profile

identical to those in the phase one house. Phase three, probably

dating to the second quarter of the twentieth century, involved a
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thorough reconfiguration of the existing two-room dwelling. A third
room, built on a concrete slab, was added to the rear and a new
poured concrete foundation built up under the phase one and two
rooms. Over these a second floor containing three rooms was added,

and a gable roof built above. Asbestos shingles covered the exterior

walls of the renovated house.

Significance:

The Thomas house is the one surviving dwelling of those
original few built for Gray's Water Station (HO 734). It is
significant as a rare survival of a once common type--a mid-
nineteenth-century, single-cell, frame worker's dwelling. In
addition, the house is an artifact of the economic transformation of
the community, recording in its fabric the architectural responses
to the increasing spatial needs and wealth of its residents. It is
likely that in the phase one and two configurations, the dwelling
illustrates the role of an authority which provided housing for its

workers--in this case, the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad, or its
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agents, or perhaps the nearby Gray Manufacturing Company. In phase
three, the substantial expansion undertaken suggests work done by

residents as owners, a significant change from the company-town

model of industrial relations.
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7. Description Survey No. HO 735
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Contributing Resource Count. 1

The Charles H. Thomas house is a two-bay, two-story frame dwelling,
supported on a poured concrete foundation. A low gable roof shelters the main
block, which faces northeast; on the rear (or southwest) is a shed-roofed
extension containing a kitchen and a staircase to the second floor of the main
block. Porch roofs on the front and rear have fallen. The house is seriously
deteriorated and vandalized, however its ruinous condition reveals significant
information about its history. Three phases of construction are evident.

The principal story of the main block contains two rooms, and the wall and
ceiling framing are visible. The westernmost room, in phase one, was originally
a free-standing, one-room, single-story dwelling, approximately twenty by
thirteen feet. This structure possessed a board and batten exterior and an
unfinished interior probably sheltered by a shed roof sloping to the rear. The
partition between this room and the phase-two room to the east was originally
an exterior wall. The vertical board siding here remains in place, painted green,
and the battens covering the gaps have been removed, revealing vertical
unpainted marks on the boards where each board meets its neighbor. On the
interior of the western (phase-one) room, reciprical-sawn studs comprise the
framing, and where modern dry wall has been removed, these studs show no
marks of lath or plaster. Above the dropped ceiling, the original roof framing
appears to be intact, and reveals a slope to the rear. An exterior doorway to the
north and a formerly exterior doorway to the east, now opening into the eastern
room of the main block, have identical exterior surrounds an inch and a quarter
wide--a three-quarter-inch fillet frames a large bead.

In phase two, this single-cell structure gained another room, appended to the
east. The second room took: its form from the first, extending the length of the
phase-one structure by almost twelve feet, while retaining the phase-one depth
of thirteen feet. Similarly, the exterior was sheathed in board and batten, a
portion of which survives intact on the southwest wall, and a former exterior
door, also opening in the southwest wall, possesses an identical exterior
surround to the phase-one doors (a later plank surround was nailed over this
molding). The interior also lacks the identifying marks of lath and plaster,
which indicate that this room, too, was originally unfinished. The floor level

[Please see continuation sheet.]
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here is about three inches lower than the phase-one room, and some of the studs
are circular sawn. No evidence indicates that the structure was greater than a
single story.

At some later point in this building's history, probably in the second quarter
of the twentieth century, a substantial expansion project was undertaken. A full
second story containing a small entry hall and three rooms took shape on top of
the earlier two-room structure. To the rear a shed addition standing on a
concrete slab sheltered a third room for the principal floor and a stair serving
the new upper story. Underneath the main block, the original foundation--of
unknown character, but evidently considered insufficient for the added
structural load--was replaced with a poured concrete footing extending around
the perimeter. The marks of wooden shuttering are still visible, and there are no
breaks in this foundation between the phase-one and phase-two sections of the
house. A low, windowless cellar extends beneath these two rooms.

Plain plank surrounds enframe every opening on interior and exterior but those
noted above, and drywall was installed throughout, apparently at the same time
as the false ceiling in the phase-one room. The builder added porches to the
front and rear, and sided the house with asbestos shingles; the roofing is of
metal sheets, and is probably a still later replacement. A sink and metal cabinet
unit, typical of the late 1940s, survives in the kitchen, but there is no other
evidence for interior plumbing. The western kitchen window has been removed in
favor of a stove pipe exit, and a brick flue opens into the phase-one room; these
are the only evidence of heating.
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Prepare both a summary paragraph of significance and a general statement of history and

support.

Charles H. Thomas House

Please see the historical background for Gray's Water Station, inventory
number HO 734, and Williams Run Water Station, inventory number HO 736.

This house is a remarkable survival. It contains within its walls a mid-
nineteenth-century, single-cell, frame workers dwelling. A type ‘probably once
common across the region, its diminutive size, perishable materials, lack of
finish, and consequent association with the lowest economic levels of the
community militated against the survival of most of these dwellings. Similarly,
their lack of importance kept them largely below the notice of travelers, and
their inexpensive materials and ease of construction probably kept their
appearance in Company and public records to only the most cursory of entries.

The Thomas house is significant not only as a rare survival of a once common
type, but also in that it marks an architectural response of company-provided
housing to the increasing spatial needs of laborers--seen in the phase-one
structure and in the phase-two alteration made relatively soon afterwards. In
addition, the Thomas house .reveals architectural modifications deriving from
the increased wealth of its residents, changes most likely precipitated by the
sale of the house to them. In this sense, the house is an artifact of the economic
transformation of the community--from a collective of company-owned
buildings within a paternalistic industrial structure to a collection of
individually-owned houses adjacent industrial facilities, which eventually
ceased to be operational. Still a modest dwelling by twentieth-century
standards, the Thomas house reveals how the occupants went to some pains to

[Please see continuation sheet.]
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conserve a structurally solid but now inadequate building, expanding it threefold
to meet spatial and hierarchical needs unaffordable or unavailable earlier. They
gave to themselves a more imposing and symmetrical two-story facade, and four
additional rooms.

These changes likely reflect others of similar character undertaken for the
now-vanished dwellings of Gray's and Williams Run Water Stations. As such the
Thomas house may be taken to represent three distinct phases of this
community's development--an initial one of quickly-constructed, poorly-finished
one room dwellings built by or for railroad laborers and their families; an
expansion of these by the authorities to allow for some differentiation of room
functions; and a final dissolution of the company-town model as the authority
divested itself of non-productive assets and the concomitant responsibilities
towards a dependent workforce. Perhaps here is recorded in architecture the
replacement of a traditional industrial model with one based instead on
negotiation, a product of the rise of labor unions in the late-nineteenth and
early-twentieth centuries. ‘

Although the most likely local authority was the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad,
or its agents--given the function of Gray's Water Station, where the Thomas
house is located--another possibility is the Gray Manufacturing Company.
Edward Gray's cotton factory did establish an ancillary residential site on the
Howard-County side of the Patapsco River in the mid-nineteenth century. This
took form directly across the river from the factory, and was linked to it by a
bridge; John Schofield's lithograph of the Patapsco Valley, dating to the early
1860s, illustrates the bridge and one of these dwellings, that of the factory
manager Hugh Bone. It is at least possible that the water station dwellings
climbing the hillside above were also taken into the orbit of the Gray Cotton Mill.
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Maryland Comprehensive State Historic Preservation Plan
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Charles H. Thomas and wife to State of Maryland, Department of Forests and
Parks; Howard County Deed Book 370, p. 505; 16 March 1961.
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U.S. Geological Survey
Ellicott City 7.5 Quadrangle
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